vehicle for achieving this and the desire to check the centralizing tendencies of Westminster, in other respects radicals were far from being a distinct or united grouping throughout the I830s. Not only were many willing and able to ally with middle-class moderates, they were, at the cutting edge, an unstable alliance of distinct factions. In Oldham this division was particularly evident with a populist Cobbettite group, whose support was strongest in Oldham's extensive semi-rural hinterland, ranged against an essentially petit bourgeois and artisan grouping concentrated largely in the urban centre itself. Not only did each group have distinctive sources of support, they were motivated by different, largely incompatible sets of values. Cobbettism looked back to the displaced mixed domestic economy of the small landholder and emphasized material expectations; urban radicalism was associated with militant nonconformity, respectability and moral reform. 
II
Popular radicalism of the I830s should not be conflated with the bitter, often protracted and violent, industrial class conflict which characterized textiles, hatting and, to a lesser extent, coal mining in the Oldham area. This was concerned with specific grievances related to wages and conditions of employment; none of the strikes had broader political objectives. Many were ad hoc affairs limited to specific workplaces. Many were unsuccessful.6 During the general stoppage of April I834, which followed a police raid on a union meeting and the shooting of an operative by a blackleg, there were calls, specifically from the working spinner, James Greaves, to extend the action until an eight-hour day had been achieved, but otherwise connections between local radical leaders and organized labour were tenuous and ambiguous.7 Only a few, notably Greaves and a hatter, James Mills, worked in the area's 6 Foster admits most labour activity in the I830s was 'routine unionism', Class struggle, p. 5I; Sykes, 'Some aspects', pp. The whole evil under which the country was labouring, and what caused the distress of the country, was over taxation; and without that taxation was reduced greatly, he was satisfied no great benefit could result to this country. The working classes of this country paid in taxes -and without knowing it -upon every article they consumed, a sum greatly beyond what they ought to pay. The poor paid, in proportion to their wages, one hundredfold more taxes than the rich men did, for taxation diminished as property increased.'2 All Oldham's radical leaders publicly argued the same line throughout the period. 'Without the total, or a great reduction of the Debt and the taxes incurred to uphold it', explained James Holladay, a leading dissenting radical, in November i 83I, 'reform is of no use -it must lead to this end', adding significantly, 'it is impossible to prosper as Adam Smith and others had demonstrated under a debt of millions and talk of discharging it without reform was absurd'. Even Feargus O'Connor pledged his support for 'free trade in everything' while campaigning in the town in i835.'3 This was the universally accepted radical solution to economic depression, the physical distress which it caused, and, in the eyes of self-improvers, the moral degeneracy, hopelessness, despair, heavy drinking and boorish escapism which poverty promoted.
Direct action to achieve reductions in the burden of taxation was possible locally. Employing the democratic processes of the vestry, radicals mustered sufficient popular support to elect churchwardens, constables and overseers sympathetic to economy. Far from exhibiting the 'unique liberality' claimed by Foster, Oldham's select vestry maintained one of the lowest per capita costs in the country.'4 Accountability and cost effectiveness were also the main planks of the radical/liberal challenge to the tory-dominated police commission. The large number of new commissioners who joined in the aftermath of I832 were confident that they could limit expenditure on sanitary reform, lighting, highways and market improvements and make the police " Ibid. 2I more effective in promoting good order.'5 Legislation which threatened to undermine this local accountability and economy, such as the Rural Constabulary Act of I839 and the Poor Law Amendment Act, was vigorously opposed as unwarranted infringement of the democratic rights of local ratepayers to manage their own affairs economically. '6 As in other towns during this period, however, these attacks on unrepresentative, largely tory local administrations and the subsequent championing of local autonomy were neither exclusively radical nor primarily working-class. Moderate local liberal employers and tradesmen were also involved as chairmen, elected parish officers and members of police commission committees. Responsibility for delaying the introduction of a new county police force into Oldham in I84I lay not with popular radical campaigners but with the new, locally nominated, liberal J.P.s appointed after i 839.'7 Local concerns, especially the desire to ensure Oldham's inclusion as a parliamentary borough, also account for agreement between reformers of all shades of opinion during the Reform Bill crisis of i 830-2.18 Not surprisingly, populist radical leaders, recognizing that their major successes were dependent on co-operation with middle-class employers, continually stressed the desirability of extending this, impressing upon their audiences that they should not alienate potential allies by adopting violent tactics. Campaigns which sought popular support, therefore, were always peaceful and constitutional, resorting to mass lobbying, petitioning and the force of argument to support them.
Despite the assumption that democracy was a prerequisite for national reforms, radical campaigns also revealed the persistence of a belief that piecemeal reform, leading to the protection or extension of civil liberties and the reduction of taxation, might be achieved without it. If this were not the case, there would have been little point in campaigning for the removal of restrictions on dissenters, the abolition of slavery in the colonies, the ending of fiscal and political privileges of the established church, factory reform and the repeal of the Poor Law Amendment Act. Significantly, when compromises were offered, as in I832 or over factory hours, they were not rejected, but accepted as first instalments and welcomed as evidence that sustained pressure might achieve a gradual realization of broader aims. While never abandoning the call for wholesale electoral reform as a feasible means of achieving their ends, therefore, they were, in the words O'Connor later employed in a very 15 ' is to make you better off, to mend your wages, to improve your masters, to give you good clothing instead of rags and to send you beer and meat instead of miserable potatoes.' While he supported the eventual abolition of all 'taxes on necessities', he called for the immediate lifting of duties on hops and malt because they raised the cost of beer. All this, he insisted, was more significant than abstract talk of rights: 'The first thing to do is not to ramble on about civil and religious liberty but to stop robbers from taking our dinners'.23 His public language was redolent with rural imagery. Both he and Fielden expressed considerable concern about the distress which characterized agriculture in the i 83os, Fielden going so far as to stress that the repeal of the corn laws should be conditional upon aid being given to farmers. 23 Butterworth, I5 Sept., io Nov. I832. 24 Ibid. I5 Sept., ii Dec. I832; 3 Jan. I840. 25 Ibid. 28July i837. 26 Ibid. i8July i833; 30Jan. i835.
Another group of radicals, however, always uneasy with Cobbett's candidature, broke with him in I834 and, linking with the Huntites, sought a candidate more committed to wide-ranging political and religious reform. Unlike the Cobbettites, their leaders were all nonconformists James Holladay, a millwright and small, but expanding master cotton spinner; William Knott, a Wesleyan hat manufacturer and dealer; Jesse Ainsworth, an eccentric Quaker landowner, colliery proprietor and millowner; and a larger number of shopkeepers and craftsmen, especially shoemakers, several of them local lay preachers.27 These men were the most visible champions of a wider movement, originating in Oldham's urban core and centred on the chapel and the temperance society, which was dedicated, not just to radical political reform, but to creating an environment conducive to moral improvement through the promotion of rational recreations and pursuits. It was this group which wrested the radical initiative from the Cobbettites in the years after I832 with considerably more attending advertised events. It boasted more paid-up members than any political organization in the town with over 700 abstainers by I836 and I550 by I84I, a figure well in excess of that enjoyed by the National Charter Association at its peak.36 Like societies elsewhere, it provided mutual reassurance and a supporting counter-culture for selfimprovers in a town renowned for its heavy drinking by promoting tea parties, feasts with recitations, plays, dancing, singing, processions and outings as alternative attractions to the traditional festivities associated with the Wakes, bonfire night and the Christmas season.37 A temperance sick and burial club was formed as early as June I834; by the end of the decade provision of this 'rational recreation' as Butterworth, a lifelong teetotaller, proudly dubbed it, had extended to temperance Sunday Schools, a reading room, band and youth section.38
Although the society was officially politically neutral, many of its prominent members were prominent radicals. The society's founding father, John Nield, a hatter, had been involved in the Oldham Political Union two years earlier and was still a 'thorough-going Radical' twenty years later. extend the time during which workers would be free to seek moral and intellectual enlightenment and to appreciate the futility of indulging in the rough, pub-based culture which dominated the town and which was, in itself, an obstacle to the realization of true political power and spiritual redemption. William Knott, therefore, could ostensibly offer support to the movement while openly rebuking those involved in it:
As machinery had widened its scope and operations, moral improvement had gradually declined within a smaller sphere ... Men talked of giving instruction to factory hands in their present situation, but was it likely that they could possess any inclination for improvement when they worked such a number of hours? The factory operative has no time for moral instruction under the present state of things and, of course, he is wanting in behaviour, conduct and virtue ... The victims of this horrible system were too debased, too blunted, too unhealthy and too ignorant to hearken unto religion.45 His views were echoed by all the other dissenting radicals who spoke on the issue, both then and throughout the I83os and I840s. The chief benefits of factory reform would be an increase in 'sobriety and intelligence' and a check to the improvident 'early marriages contracted by factory hands'. 46 They tended, however, to view the issue as of secondary importance, offering at best the prospect of minor gains, since the chief cause of distress, of which long hours were but a symptom, lay in the fiscal oppression and mismanagement of central government. Knott's insistence that, 'It was taxation which was the bane of everything and the ruin of industry', was expanded by Holladay:
Until the accursed funding system was destroyed, the working man would never be properly paid for his labour... This bill might be passed but we should still be pressed down to earth by taxes ... Whenever a state was overburdened with debt, there would be poverty and misery, and all the ten hours' bills would be worthless till the people were much better paid and then the long hours in factories would be rendered unnecessary.47
In view of the contrasting backgrounds and standpoints of the major radical groupings in the town, it is not surprising that Cobbett's candidature was far from uncomplicated. 68 As in the The campaign for the Charter, therefore, was essentially just one part of a broader battle strategy; it did not represent a total war waged to the exclusion of all else. Its abandonment did not necessarily represent a defeat or a declining commitment to radical electoral reform and the causes which it was intended to promote; rather it was an acknowledgement that it was no longer an appropriate rallying cry. Radical philosophy and strategy in the I840S were not significantly different from those of the I83os. Although the personal involvement of Cobbett and O'Connor helped to polarize opinion in Oldham more clearly, the splits in radical ranks reflected disputes which occurred at national level. Factions agreed on the inequities and consequences of the tax burden and on the need for electoral reform, but they always had contrasting views on strategy, priorities and, most fundamentally, on the ideal type of society and the dominant value system which would, or should, emerge after the removal of grievances. What the period as a whole witnessed was the eclipsing of populist movements like Cobbettism and growing support for what was essentially militant nonconformist liberalism. Although this took place against a backdrop of bitter industrial disputes, these failed to develop either a leadership or a class-based ideology capable of challenging the latter. The continuities in personnel, values, motivation, policies and strategies from the I830S to the I850S suggest that radicals were not so much incorporated into liberal 'reformism' and the culture of self-improvement which pervaded it, as largely responsible for creating it. The crusading zeal of militant grass-roots liberalism, with its campaigns for economy, fiscal reform, disestablishment, temperance and a free press, its emphasis on moral justifications for legislative activity and its concern with civil and religious as well as political rights, was essentially a continuation of the radical platform of the I830S which was preserved through the Chartist 
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